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he issue of dealing with pests (particularly insects) that either 
threaten or attack human interests involves several levels of 
debate. The proposal put forward by Mark Winston in People 
versus Pests  approaches the issue in terms of the means by which 
pests are controlled, the aims of pest control and what constitutes harm 
caused by pests. This approach raises more important ethical and 
philosophical issues, which have been discussed by both Draney1  and 
Michael2 (in their works on environmental ethics. Both of these works 
assist in critical evaluation of Winston’s proposals. Issues that arise from 
Winston’s ethic are human obligations to the ecosystem and living 
things, as well as what constitutes need, and harm. These issues are then 
considered in terms of the conflict between human’s needs and interests, 
and the needs and interests of both insects and the environment. In 
order to give due consideration to all the relevant arguments that 
surround Winston’s proposals, this review will begin with a discussion 
of Winston’s argument. This will be followed by consideration of the 
arguments of Draney and Michael. Once these arguments have been 
examined, it will be possible to analyse Winston’s proposals in depth. 
Each one of his proposals will be considered in turn, with attention 
being given to the moral issues and debates that surround the topic.  
This discussion will allow for the necessary evaluation of his ethics and 
proposals to take place. 
 
Mark Winston’s3 pest management ethic follows three basic principles: 
Firstly, chemical pesticides should be the last course of action taken, not 
the first. Secondly, the aim of pest control should be management, not 
eradication. Thirdly, only pests who cause a significant amount of 
damage should be targeted.  Winston argues that chemical pesticides 
pollute the environment and have negative health consequences for 
humans. However these are not the only problems caused by chemical 
pesticides according to Winston. He argues that the use of chemicals 
indicates an aim of eradicating pests and controlling nature.  
                                                          
1 M. Draney, ‘Ethical obligations toward insect pests’, Ethics and the Environment, 2/1, 
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2 M. Michael, ‘To swat or not to swat:pesky flies, environmental ethics, and the 
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Furthermore, he argues that the damage caused by pests is largely 
cosmetic and has little effect on the quality and quantity of the produce. 
Putting this proposal into practice requires the use of alternative 
technology. Winston recommends biological means, which are safe and 
non-toxic. It also requires a shift in cultural perceptions; society should 
be less concerned with dominating nature and the outward aesthetics of 
produce. To a large extent, Winston's argument is utilitarian, in the way 
it aims to work with, and reduce damage to the environment. At the 
same time, it aims to meet human needs to the greatest extent possible.  
The means that Winston puts forward to meet his aims are not the only 
ones available. Other theorists have taken up these arguments with 
different perspectives and logic. These arguments have focused on the 
environmental ethics that follow from both the means and ends put 
forward by Winston. 
 
Michael Draney’s article4 introduces different ways to view the problem 
of pest management. Draney looks at what is defined by the term ‘pest’. 
He argues that the term is somewhat misguided and anthropocentric, as 
an insect serving an ecological function in a natural environment does 
not in any way clash with human interests. It is only when such an 
insect interferes with human interests in a man-made environment that 
it is termed a ‘pest’.  Draney at this point considers it important to 
examine the harm that the insect causes – for example, does it spread 
disease?, or is its harm merely aesthetic? – so that a true understanding 
of its value or pest status may be reached. 
 
Draney’s argument extends further than examining harms and 
definitions. Draney argues that there is a moral difference between 
insect pests in terms of whether they are being dealt with on the level of 
individual, population or species. The particular level will have 
corresponding ramifications for the ecosystem.  For instance, Draney 
argues that to eradicate an entire species is morally wrong, because that 
may have dire environmental and evolutionary consequences. Whereas 
it would not be wrong to kill an individual pest, as this will not bring 
severe consequences.  The distinction of levels that Draney puts forward 
is very important, as each level brings with it different ethical concerns 
and environmental obligations. These concerns and obligations have 
moral relevance where the means of pest control are employed.  With 
this in mind the work and ideas of Draney greatly assist in a critique of 
Winston’s proposals. 
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Michael5 introduces the idea of biocentrism as a basis for making moral 
decisions regarding insect pests. This is an idea which was not 
advocated by either Winston or Draney. Biocentrism may be defined as 
the idea that all living things have value, and that it is wrong to deprive 
a living thing of its life. The problem with this idea is that following it 
exactly does not allow for any effective response to dealing with insect 
pests. Michael notes that some theorists seek to find a way around this 
by implementing a hierarchy of interests where conflict occurs between 
human and insect pests. The problem with this according to Michael, is 
that it defeats that most basic notion of biocentrism, which is that life 
must be preserved. Thus a dilemma emerges. 
 
Michael argues that it is possible to remain biocentric and overcome this 
hurdle at the same time. This can be done by employing the 
supererogatory. The supererogatory may be defined as a process of 
going beyond the requirements of duty or obligation. This process 
involves assessing the relevant interests and potential harms of an 
action, in this case, killing a pest. Then the action which has the more 
basic interest and causes the least harm is chosen. Thus, this process of 
assessment allows the biocentrist to go beyond the requirements of 
duty. Michael’s argument brings a different approach to evaluating the 
proposals put forward by Winston. Michael is not so much concerned 
with the means of killing but the morality of killing. Michael’s work is of 
particular value in its analysis of means to overcome moral dilemmas 
where conflicts of interests emerge. 
 
To begin the discussion and evaluation of Winston’s first proposal, it 
would be worthwhile to consider how avoiding the use of chemical 
pesticides is advantageous and ethical. Winston argues that chemical 
pesticides can pollute the air and soil, making farmland useless over an 
extended period of time. It is also argued by Winston that chemical 
pesticides have the ability to cause a range of ailments in humans, 
including cancer.  Biological methods of pest control may include 
introducing natural enemies or diseases to the pest population, or 
altering reproductive patterns. These strategies do not pollute the 
atmosphere or environment and do not affect humans. Winston is thus 
arguing that avoiding chemical pesticides is the most moral course of 
action because it places the long-term needs of both humans and the 
environment ahead of short-term goals of profit. 
 
There are, however, problems in the use of biologically-based means to 
pest control. On a practical level, there are issues concerning their 
                                                          




expense and applicability. The expense of biological methods falls more 
on to the producer than the consumer. That is because these methods 
can be expensive to research.Where they are employed, however, they 
may not need to be re-employed as they offer a permanent solution (as 
would be the case if the pest population were prevented from 
reproducing). These methods do not provide the profit incentive which 
is available to the producers of chemical products, who are able to have 
the demand for the products maintained.  Chemical pesticides are 
simpler and more affordable. Nor do they require the same degree of 
research, complexity or expense. Winston notes that simplicity and 
expense are highly important to farmers in their selection of a pest 
control regime. 
 
Problems with biological means of pest control are not just in the 
practical domain; there are also ethical concerns to attend to. Winston 
argues that biological methods are more environmentally friendly than 
chemical alternatives, however, this argument does not hold true for 
Draney. This is because biological means do not only attack individual 
insects but the population or even the species. Winston may respond to 
this by arguing that the insect is only attacked at the level of population 
where it is a problem. Draney would still consider biological methods a 
problem with that being granted, because there is a flow-on effect 
between individuals, population and species. Thus, if a disease or 
predator was introduced to control an insect pest population in one 
particular area, it is possible that the disease or predator could spread 
and eliminate the entire species. Thus, maintaining bio-diversity as a 
serious concern in environmental ethics, means that biological methods 
of insect pest control may not always be the most appropriate course of 
action. 
 
Winston’s argument to avoid the use of chemical pesticides stands on 
the grounds that biologically based alternatives are safer for both 
consumers and the environment. Thus, it is argued that their benefit is 
twofold in that they protect consumers and the environment, while 
addressing the basic interests of sustained food supply. However, it 
must be made clear that the criticisms made by Draney do carry 
significant weight. That is because the potential damages that a 
biological means of control could cause to the environment and 
ecosystem is unclear. Thus, it involves an element risk. For instance, 
introducing a natural predator to attack a pest may see that predator 
become a pest when their intended role is complete. Thus the issues 
raised by Draney question Winston’s first principle by showing that 
biological strategies are not without their problems. 
 




The work done by Michael has not received much attention in the 
analysis of this first proposal. That is because Michael’s work focuses 
more on harms and needs rather than the means.  However, his work 
does offer some guidance, in that selection of a pest control strategy 
should be that which meets basic human needs while causing the least 
possible harm. The only way to ensure that the least harmful means is 
employed is to base that decision on true empirical research and ethical 
guidelines which support human and environmental interests. 
 
Winston’s second proposal is that pest control should aim to manage, 
rather than eradicate pests. In order to understand why management is 
a more appropriate strategy than eradication, it would be useful to 
discuss those ethical problems which arise from eradication strategies. 
Draney quotes two entomologists from the 1950s at the beginning of his 
article to show that eradication strategies were taught and taken 
seriously in the past.  It is possible that they are still held in high regard 
by some. 
 
The first ethical problem with eradication is that it can be argued that it 
is not justified to kill insects which do not threaten basic human 
interests. This argument may be countered by the claim that only 
destructive insects are targeted. However, a strategy which aims to 
eliminate an entire population will most likely claim other (non-
threatening) living things through the methods used. 
 
Another, and perhaps more serious ethical problem concerns human 
obligations to the environment. There are two major issues of concern in 
this problem. The first, which is taken up by Winston is that eradication 
would employ extreme measures over a sustained period, leading to 
environmental degradation.  The next issue of concern relates to 
evolution and biodiversity.  This concern is taken up and argued by 
Draney. It follows from the premise that for evolution to continue, 
biodiversity must be maintained. Biodiversity allows ecosystems to 
function in completeness and for potential benefits from the offending 
organism to be discovered. 
 
Thus, if a process of eradication is employed over the long term, the 
physical environment, ecosystems, and biodiversity would all be 
depleted to a point where humans would be unable to use necessary 
natural resources.6 
 
                                                          




 Clearly aiming to eradicate pests leads to the conclusion that 
management of the pest issue is a more ethical approach.  However, 
before this conclusion is made, it is imperative to examine what is meant 
by management. In the context of this review, management may be 
taken to mean working with natural forces, rather than against them.  
Although this principle may be widely endorsed, how it is applied may 
be vastly different. For instance, biologically-based pest control would 
constitute good management for Winston, but it would amount to an 
ecological threat for Draney. Michael would argue that maintaining 
respect for biocentrism is imperative, and where conflicts arise, a 
decision should be based on the most basic needs and least harm. 
 
Thus, what is meant by management is to a large degree subjective. 
However, what is clearly understood is that management involves a 
process of assessment in which needs, harms and competing interests 
are evaluated. They are evaluated in terms of maintaining the 
environment in the best condition possible, whilst avoiding major and 
unnecessary harms. This management ethic takes into consideration that 
the natural environment can never be completely under the control of 
humans. Whereas, attaining total control of the insect world (or nature) 
is a subversive motive in eradication strategy.7 Thus, the management 
ethic indicates a more careful process of ethical assessment while taking 
environmental laws into consideration.  Arguably, this second proposal 
of Winston’s is quite valid. 
 
Winston’s third pest management principle is ‘only pests doing 
substantial damage should be managed, and only when their damage 
approaches an economically significant threshold’.8  Perhaps this criteria 
may simply be viewed as quality and quantity. That is to say that 
substantial damage may refer to the quality of the produce. Whilst 
‘economically significant’ can refer to the ability to grow produce in 
significant enough quantities to ensure supply and profitability. It is 
worthwhile qualifying this point, because Winston argues that much of 
the damage caused by pests is purely cosmetic, and does not affect the 
nutritional value or yield of the produce. For instance, if a vegetable has 
insects on it that do not damage its quality, these insects could simply be 
washed off prior to preparation without resorting to the use of 
pesticides. 
 
Essentially, Winston is arguing that only pests, which threaten the 
ability of farmers to grow produce, should be targeted.  Winston asserts 
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that it is public perception that demands blemish free food, and so 
public perception needs to be more informed, in order for it to be 
understood that ‘blemished produce’, does not mean inedible produce. 
Thus, in order to implement Winston’s third principle, public attitudes 
and values will need to be changed through a means of mass education. 
This creates somewhat of a dilemma. If edible but blemished produce 
were available in the marketplace, it would be very difficult to sell; the 
consequences of which would be economic damage incurred by the 
producer. Thus a pest which damages only the cosmetic appearances of 
produce may be doing economically significant damage. An assessment 
of what constitutes damage may assist in the resolution of this dilemma. 
 
Is it possible to have blemish free produce and still follow an ethically 
justified pest management regime?  In order to answer this question, the 
arguments of both Draney and Michael can be employed. It is helpful to 
consider basic and non-basic needs.  Food supply is a basic need. 
Whereas blemish-free food is a non-basic need, so it may be morally 
justified to have environmentally friendly pest control, which 
consequently causes blemished produce. Winston argues that reduced 
and specifically targeted pest control will deliver this outcome. 
However, Draney argues that the methods Winston promotes would be 
environmentally damaging. For Draney it is not essential to draw a line 
to minimise pest control on the basis of needs, rather pest control is 
acceptable so long as environmental concerns (most notably, 
biodiversity) are upheld. Thus, assuming the means of pest control are 
environmentally sound, it would be morally justified to target pests 
which affect the appearance of food and subsequently livelihoods. 
However, if one were to support the biocentric position described by 
Michael then it would not be justified to kill insects for aesthetic reasons, 
as this argument only allows for killing of pests where basic needs are in 
conflict. 
 
Perhaps the best way out of this quagmire is to borrow ethical principles 
from both Winston and Draney. Firstly, empirical evidence is needed on 
what (if any) damage to the environment a pest control regime will 
cause. If all regimes cause damage then it would not only be justified 
but necessary to limit pest control to where it is needed most. However, 
if there was a pest control regime that allowed for biodiversity to be 
maintained and did not poison humans, soil or food, then it would be 
justified to use that regime to whatever extent necessary. There would, 
however, be biocentric objections on this premise. However, these 
would inevitably be overlooked by the economics of producing and 




totally friendly to the environment. However, it would appear from 
Winston’s work that research is continuing with that aim in mind. 
 
Mark Winston’s proposal that chemical pesticides should be the last 
method employed, not the first, has environmental concerns at its core. 
However, this principle is imperfect. That is because putting chemical 
methods last, means something else must come first. Winston argues 
that biological means should be given priority. He considers them to be 
safe, permanent and non toxic.  However, Draney makes a very valid 
ethical criticism against giving biological means priority. This is, that 
biological means can attack pests at the level of species, which may lead 
to extinction.  This is a very serious problem as biodiversity is justifiably 
a central principle in environmental ethics. Thus, a resolution may lie in 
finding what is the least harmful means of pest control in terms of 
sustaining the environment and biodiversity. 
 
Winston’s second proposal is totally justified. Firstly, because 
eradication is coming from the standpoint of trying to control natural 
forces, which is impossible but also because eradication strategies do not 
consider any moral obligation to insects or the environment. Thus, no 
line of ethical argument would support eradication. However, theorists 
would differ over what constitutes good management. 
 
Finally, Winston’s third proposal aims to target pest control only where 
it is essential. This aim is justified in that it seeks to minimise 
environmental damage caused by pest control.  However, there are 
problems with this proposal. Firstly, what classifies as ‘essential’ would 
be interpreted differently by consumers, farmers and authorities. 
Secondly, if our moral obligations to pests are only that their species are 
maintained within the ecosystem (as Draney argues), then it would be 
justified to target pest control in non-essential areas, so long as it did not 
damage the environment or ecosystem. However, this argument may be 
putting human interests first. As a biocentrist argues, it is unjustified to 
kill insects for non-basic needs, however this line of argument is highly 
impractical. It is more realistic to consider our moral obligations to 
insects not in terms of rights but as part of our obligations to the 
environment.  Thus, Winston’s final proposal is justified where pest 
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